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Introduction
Whilst the pressures on modern marriages are widely documented in both academic and popular literature, optimism for the future of one’s own marriage, at least at the outset, remains high (Whitehead and Popenoe, 2001). Despite such optimism, approximately 42% of UK couples marrying at the start of the twenty first century will divorce (ONS, 2013). In 2010, 8.1% of marriages in England and Wales had ended by the fifth anniversary. The probability of divorcing by the next anniversary rises rapidly in the first few years of marriage to a peak of 3.25% by the 6th anniversary before falling with each year of marriage thereafter (ONS, 2013). 

Declines in marital happiness are steepest in the early years (VanLangingham, et al., 2001). It is likely that for some divorcing in later years the ‘uncoupling’ process began in the early years with patterns of communication and conflict resolution adopted soon after marriage affecting the marriage’s trajectory, culminating in its ultimate demise. A reversal of the trend towards marital breakdown in the early years requires a better understanding of how and why some marriages become more or less fulfilling in the critical first few years. 

Background and aims
By collecting predominantly qualitative data from 52 couples interviewed separately but consecutively 3 times over the first four years of their marriage I hoped to provide valuable insights into how these marriages developed over the first few years and to elucidate how and why the marriages become more or less satisfying over that period. By gathering detailed data from open-ended questions in semi-structured interviews I aimed to capture, in their own words, the interviewees’ thoughts, feelings and judgements of their marriage as it developed over the first four years more systematically than forced choice ratings from self-administered questionnaires could allow. 

I was particularly interested in the structural integrity of the marriages under scrutiny. In engineering, structural integrity refers to a structure’s uncompromised ability to resist the required loads safely. The components of a bridge, for example, must be strong enough to endure the repeated strain of loads crossing the bridge. A fracture in one component could have catastrophic results. In car design, the structure must be able to absorb the impact of a crash whilst retaining the vehicle’s integrity to minimise the risk of injury to the occupants. For marriages to remain viable and fulfilling, they need to withstand the iterative, potentially erosive, effect of daily stresses and irritations. They must also successfully navigate key transitions (such as the transition to parenthood) and withstand the major impact of serious external pressures (bereavement, unemployment etc.) or major internally-caused challenges such as infidelity. 

Methods
Fifty three couples agreed to take part in the study: 44 recruited via a Registry office[footnoteRef:1] (8.7% response rate); 7 via “Snowballing” (referrals by friends and acquaintances) and 2 in response to church mailings (following approaches to 95 local churches and all other faith-based or secular establishments registered to hold civil marriages on their premises according to the County Council’s website).  [1:  In the UK, parties register their intention to marry at a local Registry Office ] 


Couples were recruited before or within the first 6 months of their marriage. Volunteers agreed to be interviewed on three occasions over the first 4 years of their marriage; at 3-6 months, 18-24 months and 3-4 years. They were also required to complete a short written questionnaire following each interview which rated the marriage on a seven  point scale (from 0; extremely unhappy to 6; perfect). Parties were interviewed separately but consecutively. Only those marrying for the first time were recruited to ensure that the findings were not contaminated by previous experiences the partners may have had in former marriages.
Fifty-three interviewee couples completed the first interview. Fifty couples completed the second interview (2 couples had separated between time 1 and time 2. Another couple were not contactable and were thus excluded from the sample). Forty-nine couples completed the third interview (the missing couple appeared to be intact but the parties were unwilling to be interviewed). Both the separated couples agreed to be interviewed (separately) post separation using an altered interview guide, although one wife later withdrew her consent. Analysis was based on data from the 52 couples who completed at least 2 interviews. This paper however is limited predominantly to analysis of data from 7 couples: 5 couples who had experienced major internally-caused challenges and 2 couples for whom the behaviour of one of the spouses had the potential to have a major detrimental effect on the marriages. Since the reaction of the ‘wronged spouse’ is likely to determine trajectories, I mainly quote from that spouse below. 

Since the study's aim was to examine the mechanisms whereby marriages become more or less satisfactory in the early years, a case study approach seemed most appropriate. Case studies are useful for answering “how” or “why” questions (Yin, 2014). They may also illuminate the nuances and complexities of intimate relationships (Day Sclater, 1999). 

What drives thriving marriages?
Gottman et al. (2002) hypothesised that three aspects are required to build the “Sound Marital House.” The first, a strong marital friendship, is foundational and affects the overall level of positivity in the marriage.  This basis of friendship promotes the creation of positive sentiment override. Positive sentiment override occurs when one partner views the negative act of the other as out of character and due to circumstances beyond the other’s control whilst a positive act is attributed to stable and internal characteristics of the other partner. The third component is the effective regulation of conflict. Positive sentiment override works to blunt conflict’s impact, reducing the likelihood that spouses respond to negativity with negativity and diminishing the severity and destructiveness of any conflict. 

The three components of the “Sound Marital House” work together to help create “shared symbolic meaning”, a successful meshing of spouses’ life dreams, goals and narratives.  This creates a sense of “we-ness”; a sense of being a team, a united partnership. 
Taking the analogy of the “Sound Marital House” as the touchstone against which to measure the marriages under scrutiny, I expected to find, and indeed did find, that the marriages that remained the happiest over the first four years (“consistently extra-happy” marriages):
1. Were based fundamentally on strong foundations of friendship; 
2. Tended to view their spouses’ actions in a favourable light (positive sentiment override);
3. Repaired quickly and effectively;
4. Displayed shared symbolic meaning (“couple focus”).
Twenty marriages were categorised as consistently extra-happy.

The spouses in consistently extra-happy marriages were “in it for everything” (Duncan Henderson, time 1). Consistent with Reibstein’s (2006) findings, pulling together during difficult periods had strengthened their relationships. These couples were, like the intact, thriving couples in Walker et al.’s (2010) study, “rooted in a common purpose”. They approached issues as a team. They had long-term orientation, seeking the good of the relationships above personal gain (Stanley, Rhoades and Whitton, 2010). 

When coupled with strong commitment to their own marriages (“private commitment”) but not necessarily strong commitment to the institution of marriage (“institutional commitment”) marriages built on the “Sound Marital House” model avoided the iterative, erosive effect of minor day-to-day issues such as disputes over housework or childcare (which I termed minor internally-caused challenges).  

Marital trajectories and major internally-caused challenges
Potentially far more corrosive than minor internally-caused challenges are major challenges resulting from the actions of a spouse, such as infidelity. Three types of trajectory emerged for couples who faced such challenges. Having the components of the “Sound Marital House” in place at the outset of the marriages enabled some spouses to reframe potentially marriage-threatening behaviours, blunting their capacity to erode marital happiness. These couples were highly satisfied with their marriages throughout the first four years.
For others, where the breaches of trust went to the heart of the marriage and involved infidelity, a profusion of positive sentiment override and a strong basis of friendship to fall back on in the immediate aftermath of the breach of trust enabled ‘wronged’ spouses to recover and to regain high levels of happiness. 

A third group did not display the components of the “Sound Marital House” at the outset. Since the structural integrity of these marriages was already compromised prior to the major challenge, the couples were ill-equipped to withstand a major incursion into their marriages. The viability of these marriages long-term was uncertain. 

This paper will examine the marital trajectories of couples who faced major internally-caused challenges and conclude by considering the implications of the findings on policies aimed at supporting marriages in the critical early years.

Potential major internal challenges and consistently extra-happy marriages
Two consistently extra-happy couples faced potentially marriage-threatening issues. Major internal challenges were identified subjectively when one or both spouses viewed the behaviour in question as marriage-threatening. Since the test is subjective, I coded neither marriage discussed here positively for major internal challenges. Nevertheless, their responses to these issues are instructive. Both marriages had the components of the “Sound Marital House” coupled with strong private commitment in place at the outset. Because their marriages were otherwise deeply fulfilling, the potentially marriage-threatening issue did not blunt the spouses' fulfilment with the marriages.

Alistair and Emily Vickers[footnoteRef:2] [2:  All names used in this paper are pseudonyms] 

Alistair had a habit of visiting adult content internet sites that pre-dated the relationship. He had been honest and open with Emily about this issue prior to marriage. He was addressing the issue in counselling indicating, at time 1: 

“I’m trying to change the behaviour habits in me that don’t build our relationship; get rid of them.”

Both spouses strongly displayed the components of the “Sound Marital House” at each time point as well as displaying strong private commitment and institutional commitment. Emily’s assertion at time 2 that “we are in this for the long haul” echoes similar sentiments expressed by both spouses throughout the process. The couple’s ‘long haul’ mentality meant that what could have been marriage threatening became something that needed to be addressed (which Alistair was doing) but that did not threaten the marriage’s stability. Emily was one of a small minority whose commitment could be categorised as ‘moral commitment’ (staying because one ought to stay; see Johnson et al. 1999). This orientated her to work hard to ensure that the marriage remained deeply fulfilling.

Alistair’s internet habit pre-dated the relationship, which may have made it less threatening to Emily than issues faced by some of the other couples discussed below. Nevertheless, as the marriage was otherwise deeply fulfilling, Emily was able to reframe her husband’s behaviour as a “very tiny issue.”

Peter and Selina Monroe
Peter Monroe brought into the marriage debts of around £20,000 resulting from the breakdown of a former relationship. He had not disclosed the debts until after the parties had married. Selina strongly displayed all the components of the “Sound Marital House” throughout the study. Despite the non-disclosure, Selina said, at time 1, “Honest communication is one of our strengths.” 

Selina displayed strong positive sentiment override. Since her global marital assessment was positive she reframed her husband’s actions as an understandable response to difficult circumstances rather than a deliberate intention to deceive: 

“I think he was hiding it from himself…he’d had the debt ever since the woman left with his child. It was such a shock at the time that he’s related the debt to that shock and psychologically he cut himself off from it… He was afraid of looking at it so he was not just hiding it from me, he was hiding it from himself as well and so it was pretty much a shock to him as much as it was to me.” (Time 1)

Selina indicated at time 3 that she supported Peter by working as a team to pay off the debt and not becoming resentful about it. Her strong couple focus and team mentality expressed at time 1 helped her view this issue as something to overcome together. Selina viewed the debt as “the first big test” of the marriage. She expressed confidence that their team approach to reducing the debt would strengthen the relationship. She drew positives from the situation believing that Peter opening up to her about the debts had helped them both to open up to each other in other areas thereby enhancing their closeness and intimacy.

In the two scenarios above, the wives’ “emotional bank accounts” (Gottman et al., 2002) were in credit. They had the components of the “Sound Marital House” in place. Neither couple disclosed any minor internally-caused challenges at any point. Since the wives were otherwise extremely happy in their marriages they were able to reframe their husbands’ behaviour. Accordingly, the issues did not threaten the structural integrity of these marriages. The issues pre-dated the relationships and were therefore less of a personal indictment than had the breaches occurred during the marriages or as a response to dissatisfaction with the relationships. In the following two marriages such mitigating factors did not exist and the behaviour had the potential to be far more destructive.

Major internal challenges and ‘U-shaped’ marital trajectories
Two couples had a ‘U-shaped’ trajectory; that is, at least one spouse’s self-rating score fell by 2 or more between the first two interviews to 2 (a little unhappy) or less but increased by 2 or more between the second and third interviews with both spouses rating the marriage 4 (very happy) or above by the final interview. In both cases, the cause of the dramatic fall in self-rated scores was a major internal challenge involving sexual infidelity of one form or another.[footnoteRef:3] Given the similarities between their stories and their means of recovery I analyse the two marriages together, considering the impact of the components of the “Sound Marital House” on the marriages’ trajectories. Because only two couples fell into this category, the findings may not be generalisable but these couples nevertheless offered intriguing insights into why some couples are able to recover from major, internally induced setbacks, whilst others are not.  [3:  The wife was the ‘wronged’ spouse in the Gordon couple and the husband was the ‘wronged’ spouse in the Rogers couple.] 


At times 1 and 3 Amanda Gordon scored strongly on several components of the “Sound Marital House”; shared symbolic meaning (couple focus), friendship, repair and sentiment override.  At time 2, in the immediate aftermath of the breach of trust, her scores for couple focus and repair fell to inadequate, friendship fell to adequate and sentiment override remained positive. 

Save for scoring adequate couple focus at time 2 (following disclosure of his wife's infidelity), Alex Rogers scored strongly for the “Sound Marital House” components and private commitment at each time point. For both these individuals, positive sentiment override and strong friendship appeared to be most instrumental in regaining high levels of happiness in their marriages at time 3. 

‘U-shaped’ marital trajectories and sentiment override
Positive sentiment override was a given in the present study in all but the unhappiest interviewees by time 3. The evidence on the pivotal role of sentiment override in facilitating recovery from major internal challenges however was compelling. The ‘wronged’ spouses in both marriages that recovered from major breaches of trust displayed the strongest positive sentiment override in the sample. By completely divorcing her husband’s act of betrayal from the person he essentially was, Amanda Gordon was able to forgive Ray and move on:

“The person that lived here between [dates] last year was not Ray. It wasn’t the Ray that I knew that had done this…You can put it down to a one off period of time where he wasn’t himself cos he’d got so disheartened and he lost all his confidence because of [lists extenuating circumstances]…I would put it down to some sort of psychotic episode…the bit that I’ve forgiven is the bit that wasn’t Ray.” (Time 2) 

By time 3, the couple were 'very happy' in the marriage. Amanda was able to say “Ray is just the Ray that I knew at the beginning now.”
Alex Rogers, whilst perhaps less fervent, nevertheless categorised his wife’s actions as entirely out of character:  

“I’m still surprised it happened… even though it’s happened; I still think it’s very unlike her…  It’s almost like it wasn’t her… I was convinced that it would never happen because I knew Davina…She was so honest, she is so honest with me in all other ways there was no secret; there was never any suspicion of mine.” (Time 2)

“I think despite what happened with Davina she is committed, essentially a committed and faithful person as am I and…she has got strong principles as have I.” (Time 3)

When severely tested the ‘wronged spouse’ in these marriages disassociated their spouses’ behaviour from their intrinsic natures. This was key to their recoveries. Save for Amanda who, in the aftermath of the major breach of trust, aired some discontent over sharing housework, neither couple revealed any minor internally-caused challenges throughout the interview process. They dealt quickly and effectively with any issues. The absence of minor concerns and irritations is likely to have assisted the ‘wronged spouses’ to reframe their spouses’ breaches of trust as aberrations due to circumstances.

 ‘U-shaped’ marital trajectories and friendship
Prior to transitioning into a romantic relationship the Gordons knew each other for 19 months and the Rogers knew each other for 17 months (compared to a mean of 9.89 months across the sample). Friendship was the basis of their relationships from the outset. Slowly cementing friendships before commencing romantic relationships ensured that this foundational component of the “Sound Marital House” (Gottman et al., 2002) was in place. Stanley, Rhoades and Whitton (2010) suggested that sliding through transitions provides less support for sustained commitment than intentionally deciding to become committed as part of the transition process. Because speed of relationship development increases the likelihood of entering risky pathways (Stanley and Rhoades, 2009) then transitioning slowly from friendships into romantic relationships should minimise the risks of marrying someone who is not “a good fit.” This may account for better outcomes for those who took time to form romantic relationships.
	
In the aftermath of the disclosure of Davina's affair Alex indicated, several times, that having been friends for a long time before they were romantically involved he, “fell back on…[their] solid friendship” to get him through this dark period. Friendship is foundational to the “Sound Marital House” and was foundational to these two marriages. Particularly for Alex Rogers, it was critical to their recoveries following the major internal challenges.

The testing of their relationships had made Alex Rogers and Amanda Gordon realise the strength of their commitment to their respective marriages. Alex indicated that had he been asked hypothetically at time 1 how he would respond if Davina had an affair he would, without question, have answered that he would leave her. However when it happened he realised that what he had with Davina was “worth working for” (time 2). Similarly for Amanda, severe testing of her commitment made her appreciate that her personal breaking point would be “something quite extreme.” 

Both ‘wronged spouses’ had had Christian upbringings. Whilst now non-practising, Amanda Gordon reflected at time 2 that “some of that [her Christian upbringing] got me through it.” Alex Rogers indicated at time 3 that the “Christian values” from his upbringing had given him strong “family values and morals” which ensured that he had not “undertake[n] marriage lightly.” Both these individuals were prepared to work hard to restore their marriages. Amanda Gordon reflected that she would probably have left her husband following the breach of trust had they not been married. Nevertheless, her internal moral code rather than a commitment to the institution guided her decision to stay. Similarly, Alex Rogers indicated that personal happiness, rather than a commitment to the institution of marriage was vital.

The couples for whom potentially marriage threatening behaviour did not become a major issue and the couples who recovered following a major breach of trust had one important characteristic in common. Save for Amanda Gordon at time 2, none disclosed minor internally-caused challenges. They repaired promptly and effectively so their ‘marital houses’ were structurally sound when trauma struck. This is in stark contrast to the three marriages considered in the final section of this chapter. When the components of the “Sound Marital House” were not in place at the outset, the consequences for marriages faced with major internally-caused challenges were devastating.  

Structurally unsound marriages and major internally-caused challenges
Three ‘structurally unsound’ marriages suffered major internally-caused challenges. The marriages were intact, but fragile, at time 3. For one marriage, the major challenge had occurred between times 1 and 2 and the reverberations were still causing difficulties by time 3. In the other two marriages the major challenges had occurred between times 2 and 3. The timing meant that I did not have the benefit of a follow-up interview as I had had for the couples with a ‘U-shaped’ trajectory. Any conclusions are therefore necessarily more speculative than those drawn above. However, two of the three interviewees who displayed negative sentiment override at time 3 were the wives struggling to recover from major internal challenges. Negative sentiment override occurs when negative acts are attributed to stable and internal characteristics of the other partner whilst positive acts are seen as fleeting and situationally determined. The presence of negative sentiment override coupled with the evidence of weaknesses in the structural integrity of these marriages before the major challenges gave cause for concern for the long-term viability of these unions. 

In the marriages jeopardised most following major internally-caused challenges, couple focus for one or both spouses was adequate at best at time 1. Whilst strong friendship at time 1 was almost universal, half of the spouses in these fragile marriages began the process with adequate friendship scores. In the interview preceding the major internally-caused challenges, repair for one or both spouses was at best adequate. The structural integrity of these marriages had already been compromised prior to the major challenge. The couples were therefore ill-equipped to withstand a major incursion into their marriages. 

Sam and Claire Doyle
Sam and Claire Doyle were colleagues for 3 months prior to commencing a relationship. They slid quickly into cohabiting: 

“We went out for a date…and then she came back and… she just never left really… she never left.  She’s still upstairs!” (Sam Doyle; time 1)

Throughout the process both praised the other's supportiveness and complemented the others' personality. Unfortunately, despite displaying positive sentiment override, the Doyles failed to score well on the other components of the “Sound Marital House.” They were one of two couples to score no higher than adequate for friendship consistently. (The only other couple who both scored adequately for friendship at time 1 had separated by time 2). Three couples repaired inadequately at time 1; the Doyles and the two couples who separated. Whilst communication is not a separate component of the “Sound Marital House” there are overlaps with repair. Not surprisingly, those interviewees who communicated poorly tended to repair poorly. The Doyles were the only couple who communicated unconstructively at time 1. This persisted throughout the study and by time 3 Sam felt that this was “just almost the norm now.” Sam described the constant arguing as “draining for both of us.”

At time 2 both spouses’ self-rated scores for happiness with the marriage had dropped precipitously. Sam had made some unilateral decisions concerning the couples’ finances with dire consequences when the credit crunch hit. These decisions would potentially affect most marriages negatively but the Doyles’ marriage was already structurally compromised since the components of the “Sound Marital House” were not in place at the outset. They were struggling to hold their relationship together at times 2 and 3.

Sam’s actions had adversely affected their physical relationship, causing the couple to pull in opposite directions and leaving Claire feeling defeated:

“I’ve said to him that I can’t give him what he needs [physically] because he doesn’t give me what I need psychologically and emotionally… by him [not] acknowledging me, giving me that small bit of respect… it affects how I feel about him and in the relationship and… because I don’t get that… it just affects how I feel. It’s stuff that he doesn’t understand is important but I can’t tell him anymore.” (Claire Doyle; time 2)

A number of external, family related stresses, major and minor, unfortunately compound the Doyles’ situation. 	

“Basically there’s loads of stuff that goes on in mine and Sam’s life that isn’t about our relationship but… just has a huge effect on our relationship and we don’t get to concentrate on the marriage… there’s always some big, massive other dilemma or tragedy about something else… Everything else just gets in the way.” (Claire Doyle; time 2)

Both spouses acknowledged that they would probably have separated if they were not married. Both displayed strong private and institutional commitment at time 1, which dropped to adequate at time 2 after the major internal challenge. Claire’s adequate commitment to the institution at time 2 had strengthened by time 3, perhaps because she had had to plumb the depths of her commitment to the institution when her dissatisfaction failed to abate:

“You shouldn’t divorce, I don’t think you should divorce…I think if I wasn’t married to Sam that we wouldn’t still be together but the fact that we’re married has made it seem more [of a] commitment.”

There was however some cause for optimism. Whereas James Isaac below spoke in terms of a “switch” having been “switched” in a negative direction, for Claire Doyle a conversation with a friend had “flicked the switch” in a positive direction. Whilst the marriage was still rocky, Claire had a renewed determination to try to make it work:

“I got to the point where I was like 'I am ready to go' and Sam was saying…he wants to try blah, blah, blah and… I was sitting there with one of my friends one night and she just said 'You either have to go or you actually have to let him try; he is telling you he wants to try so you have to actually really let him try' and… so that’s what flicked the switch if you see what I mean. So it’s like, ok try; so that’s really what happened.” (Claire Doyle; time 3)

Sam and Claire indicated at time 3 that the severity of their arguments had diminished. They wanted the marriage to succeed and had sought counselling when the situation had become intolerable before so would hopefully do so again if matters worsened. Without successfully addressing their communication and repair issues, however, it is difficult to see how the marriage would recover from another major impact. The recursive, erosive effect of inadequate repair if unattended to might in time lead the marriage to lose its structural integrity and dissolve.

James and Catherine Isaac	
James and Catherine Isaac began a relationship after 9 months (around average for the sample). They began cohabiting 3 years later. Both rated their marriage either 5 (extremely happy) or 4 (very happy) at times 1 and 2 but this dropped to 2 (a little unhappy) for James and 1 (fairly unhappy) for Catherine at time 3. The steep decline in happiness at time 3 followed a series of major disagreements, many centred on differing approaches to parenting their toddler that brought key differences in their personality into relief. As with the Doyles, however, the steep decline was perhaps predictable as the components of the “Sound Marital House” were not in place for them both at the outset.  James scored strongly for couple focus, friendship, and sentiment override at times 1 and 2. His repair score was strong at time 1 and adequate at time 2, however. Catherine scored adequate for friendship; adequate then strong for couple focus and adequate then inadequate for repair at the first two interviews. Her sentiment override was negative at time 2. Both acknowledged that they had very different personalities, which had led to issues from the outset. The following comment from James at time 1 echoes a similar comment from Catherine at time 1:

“She and I are so completely different in terms of character and style and approach and everything, so it was quite a rocky initial twelve months…just working out how we both would be in a relationship together and all that kind of thing, it was quite interesting.  So yeah, not your typical blossoming romance, early days type stuff.” 

When still very happy in the marriage James relished these differences and viewed them as a strength. Their different approaches to money for example at time 1 was, he said, “incredibly good” since Catherine was “somebody to make up my whole”. Different conflict approaches gave “passion and dynamism” to their relationship and he concluded: “I’d hate it if we just had the same approach to everything.  Probably find it pretty dull.” James confidently predicted at time 1: “The great thing between us is we kind of do make one whole person, and so theoretically there shouldn’t be an awful lot we can’t face.” Whilst acknowledging their differences at time 2 James said, “the reason we get on so well I think is we’ve found that balance where we’re both pretty happy I think.”

Catherine perhaps had greater insight at time 1, into the potential for conflict in their different approaches:

“So in terms of solving differences, I don’t think we’ve really had that many in terms of challenges cos it’s very early days yet and I don’t think we ever really do [solve them].  Which I think probably for me is quite stressful cos I like to tie things up and move on and… [James is] quite comfortable… to have things hanging… I think that’s probably where stress might come up if that continues; for me anyway.” 

Pre-parenthood, Catherine had found the personality differences between her and James “refreshing” but on transitioning to parenthood this had become more problematic. Catherine spoke of how their different parenting styles caused her to become upset and James to become defensive. By time 3, she reflected that whilst James was loving and genuine she had always had concerns around how much she could be herself around him but had hoped that these “would just go away over time.” 

At time 1, the fact that they, as James put it, “look[ed] at the world through two completely different lenses” had been stimulating for both spouses. By time 3, when both were deeply unhappy, it felt as if “somebody has switched the switch” and the things that had once attracted, now repelled:

“[The issues] have probably been bubbling along for quite some time, probably even before we got married if I’m honest but they were never sufficiently bad and the arguments were never sufficiently frequent enough to make you feel like there was a major problem… it kind of feels like somebody has switched the switch a little bit whereby the opposites and the differences that first attracted us to each other are now the things that are driving each other up the wall… we absolutely loved each other, still do but I think it’s those differences now that are starting to create more conflict than we ever credited for.” (James Isaac; time 3)

James’ private and institutional commitment was consistently strong. Catherine’s private commitment was consistently adequate and her commitment to the institution was neutral at the outset falling to weak at time 2. At time 2, prior to the significant drop in his self-rating marital happiness score, James’s view of commitment fell squarely within Johnson et al.’s (1999) concept of “moral commitment”; staying because one ought to stay:

“What would make me stay?  I think what would make me stay is a sense of… duty’s probably the wrong word but a sense of commitment…I’m not going to let it fail… my happiness is very important but it’s probably not the only factor anymore, there’s a lot more factors in the equation.” 

James was not as explicit in the third interview regarding why he continued to stay despite his unhappiness (he says that his wife will only stay if the relationship returns to perfect whereas that decision is a “grey area” for him). It is plausible, however, that the ‘moral commitment’ he expressed in happier times, in part explains why he continues to stay despite being very unhappy at interview 3. 

Both spouses were committed to making the marriage work. They had recently commenced counselling at time 3 and were hopeful that the issues were just, as Catherine put it “a blip.” Without the benefit of a follow-up interview, it is difficult to know whether this was “a blip.” The parties, particularly James, appear to have been ‘side-swiped’ by the incompatibilities that had emerged by time 3. Whilst the Isaacs' story is different to the Doyles’, the structural integrity of both marriages was compromised prior to the major challenges faced making it difficult to withstand the trauma of the challenges that subsequently assailed them.

Jack and Donna Xia
Jack and Donna Xia knew each other as casual acquaintances before commencing a relationship. Donna indicated that she “knew instantly [they]’d be together.” They were living together and engaged within three and a half months but did not marry for a further three years. 

Donna had had a difficult background and at time 1 and 2 idolised Jack whom she described as having “freed” her. She rated the marriage as 6, ‘perfect’ at times 1 and 2 but 0, ‘extremely unhappy’ at time 3. Her scores for the components of the “Sound Marital House”; friendship, sentiment override, repair and couple focus (as well as private and institutional commitment) were strong/positive at times 1 and 2 and weak/inadequate at time 3. Jack’s scores were more moderate. His sentiment override was positive throughout but, save for strong friendship and effective repair at time 1, his scores for the same constructs were adequate or inadequate throughout. The couple had faced a number of major externally-caused challenges by time 3 (bereavements, a miscarriage, redundancy) as well as major internally-caused challenges (that I shall not elaborate on for confidentiality reasons). 

At time 1 Donna had said that there was, “nothing lacking anywhere in the relationship” and was adamant that “I couldn’t care less whether I was living in a cardboard box; as long as I’ve got Jack I wouldn’t have a care in the world.”  She presented an idealist vision of the marriage at time 1 confidently predicting:

“I’m living a fairy-tale.  You read it in school and you’re little Cinderella, Snow White but to be honest I’m living that fairy-tale.  I had the fairy-tale Prince Charming, I had the fairy-tale wedding so I suppose it’s what they say, they lived happily ever after…It’s like somebody waved a magic wand and we’ve got the perfect marriage.” 

This view is in sharp relief to what Ramm et al. (2010) termed a 'developmentalist' attitude displayed by a consistently extra-happy wife, Lucy Young: “I didn’t go into it thinking it was going be Cinderella and all happiness.”

In engineering terms an underlying weakness in a component part can cause it to fracture suddenly. Here the marriage that Donna described at times 1 and 2 was poles apart from the marriage outlined at time 3. As she poignantly put it:

“At first I was lying to my mates to my best mate yeah everything’s happy, everything’s fine, putting on my fake face and then all of a sudden bang.  I can't keep it up.”

It may be that Jack had changed towards Donna or that the magnitude of the issues that assailed them had taken their toll on the previously ‘perfect’ marriage. More plausibly, Donna’s fairy-tale marriage was just that; a romanticised illusion and that once the dream of the fairy-tale was shattered it became a nightmare for Donna. For example, at time 2 she said that Jack would put his arms around her and wipe away her tears when she cried but at time 3 she disclosed:

“He doesn’t support me.  If I am crying he never puts an arm around me…he’s cold…he’s emotionless… He is] the husband from hell… I’m invisible to him.”

Similarly, whilst her husband’s unresponsiveness reduced her to “tears of laughter” at time 1, by time 3 the same issue caused her to conclude that it was “like being married to a freezer.” At time 2 Donna indicated that they dealt with issues as they came up and rarely argued but by time 3 she said that issues did not get resolved because Jack avoided discussing their problems.

At times 1 Jack described the marriage in far more prosaic terms than his wife: 

“I’ve met the right one and I thought why not, give it a go!  It can either work or it can’t.  I might as well get married and that’s it done… All a marriage is is just a bit of paper.” 

In sharp contrast to the interviewees who remained consistently extra-happily married, at time 2 Jack saw little point in 'fighting for your marriage':
“If we hit [difficulties] big time I’d go but I’d take my [child] with me.  If we hit [difficulties] big style there won’t be anything worth fighting for. I’d just take my [child] and I’d go.” 

Ironically, whilst at time 3 he acknowledged that the marriage had been “up and down” he appeared oblivious to the extent of his wife’s unhappiness and felt that they had supported each other through a difficult period and couldn't think of anything he would want to change about the marriage.

Neff and Karney (2005) and (2008) suggest the need to love compassionately; that is to ground adoration in an accurate perception of a spouse's strengths and weaknesses. Donna’s failure to assess her husband’s strengths and weaknesses accurately compounded the problems rendering her fairy-tale marriage a nightmare.

Major internally-caused challenges have the capacity to tear marriages apart. As outlined above, having all the components of the “Sound Marital House” firmly in place at the outset of the marriages enabled some spouses to reframe marriage threatening behaviours so that marital happiness is not eroded. For others, where the breaches of trust involved infidelity, an abundance of positive sentiment override and a strong basis of friendship enabled ‘wronged spouses’ to move on from the breach. These marriages had sufficient integrity to withstand the trauma. The structural integrity of the marriages jeopardised most following major internally-caused challenges had already been compromised prior to the major challenge. These marriages did not display the components of the “Sound Marital House” at the outset. Some interviewees from these marriages had scant insight into the weaknesses in their relationships. Two of the three couples with marriages in peril following major internally-caused challenges had transitioned quickly into romantic relationships and slid quickly thereafter into cohabitation and/or engagement. They had not taken the time to establish firm foundations of friendship before transitioning into romantic relationships as most of the consistently extra-happy interviewees or the interviewees who recovered from major breaches of trust had done. Consequently, they did not have this basis of friendship to fall back on when confronted with major internally-caused challenges.  

Policy implications
The study highlights the need to choose a life-partner wisely and to build healthy relationships on the “Sound Marital House” model from the outset. The findings support the call for a focus on primary rather than tertiary intervention in policies aimed at supporting marriages (Mansfield, 2000). The findings also support the need for “developmentalist” attitudes - viewing potential problems as normative - (Ramm et al. 2010) in successfully navigating marriage threatening issues.

Most relationship support is aimed at existing, committed relationships. Intervening earlier in relationship development, before individuals are committed or perhaps even before they are in relationships, could potentially have a greater impact on improving relationship quality (Markman and Rhoades, 2012; Markman et al., 2013; Rhoades and Stanley, 2009). Educating and equipping young people to make good, safe relationship choices and to build relationships on the “Sound Marital House” (perhaps more aptly the “Sound Relationship House” model) could hugely reduce the human and financial cost of marriage and relationship breakdown. This should be the long-term focus of those tasked with supporting relationships.
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